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Introduction
Modernity and the Second-Hand Trade: Themes, Topics and Debates
Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme
Introduction
The second-hand trade has long been the Cinderella of retail and consumption history. However, not unlike the famous character in this classic folk tale, second-hand research has recently undergone a remarkable change in fortune. Interest is growing, and so are the methodologies and interpretations needed to bring this field of research into mainstream historical understanding. This introduction will review the historiography of second-hand consumption across Western Europe and beyond, highlighting it as a 'forgotten' topic of modernist interpretations. We explore this neglect -and the recent growth in interest -in terms of more general trends in the historiography of consumerism and retailing, emphasizing the varied approaches taken by scholars in different countries as they respond to national schools of history and a highly variable set of primary source materials. In doing this, we seek to identify common ground as well as differences, and outline the ways in which second-hand and first-hand circuits of exchange interrelated both for the buyer and the seller. In particular, we challenge the under-theorization of second-hand consumption and argue that ideas drawn from analyses of present-day practices and motivations can prove fruitful in this regard. To conclude, we outline the general aims of this volume and suggest how its various chapters can challenge or correct existing paradigms and assumptions regarding second-hand transactions.
'Discovering' the second-hand trade
Studying consumption and retail practices has become increasingly en vogue in the last 20 years -neatly coinciding with the 'end' of historical narratives constructed as a Marxist struggle between the rich and the poor. From a dialectical story of capitalism and its labour relations, historiographical focus shifted attention to the more elusive and hitherto neglected middling sorts of people.
1 On the Continent (especially in the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Germany and Italy) historians re-thought the functioning of guilds and corporations, revising our understanding of small craft and retail businesses, and the emergence of the petit bourgeoisie.
2 In England too, the middling layers of society were discussed in the context of the growing literature surrounding the 'birth of a consumer society'.
3 Consumption has long been acknowledged as a crucial field of interest, capable of reflecting on historical processes of material, social and even cultural change. More recently, however, research into the actual transactions between buyers and sellers has sought to bridge the gap between the supply structure and the product market, on the one hand, and the demand preferences and material culture of the households, on the other. 4 Thus, the study of consumption has become 'increasingly articulated with, and not become an opposition to, the study of the mechanisms by which goods are produced and distributed'.
5 Precisely this longitudinal perspective was at the heart of the 'systems of provision' approach, pioneered by Fine and Leopold. 6 It is recognized how the 'world of goods' is not located in a single moment of self-centred acquisition, but spread more evenly over a longer series of consumption flows.
7 Consumption is seen as pliable, a practice of consolidating past owning as much as purchasing something new. Cultural and anthropological studies emphasize the tempo or periodicities of consumption: the relationships between people and things have life-histories of their own, dominated by use and reuse, frequency of purchase, disposal and dispersal, gifting, storage and lending, pawning and circulation, renewal or lifestyle changes.
8 Studying people's attitudes to and retention of old possessions is one way of grasping the 'biographies of things' and thus places the history of consumption in an essential social and cultural perspective. It is ironic, then, that consumption studies have been almost exclusively interested in innovation and novelty. A widening demand for novelty and change has been analysed as a privileged motivation to consume and a driving force behind the construction of a so-called consumer society. It has been variously portrayed as underpinning the rise of a 'fashion-system' which drove the demand for exotic imported goods, stimulated the introduction of new products by domestic manufacturers, and structured the consumption practices of an ever broader range of consumers.
10 Laurence Fontaine connects this historical neglect of 'all things old' to the 'enlightened' eighteenth century, which 'gradually raised the status of the new, and valorised the replacement of objects and wardrobes, to the detriment of their conservation and re-use'. 11 But equally important is the long-running dominance of 'whiggish' interpretations of history, presenting complex historical processes as a linear and optimistic story of progress in which modernity comprised both the process and product of renewal. From this standpoint, everything 'old' became backward -a remnant of the past, bound to be conquered by modernity, and hence uninteresting for further study. Only recently have historians sought to escape these enlightenment and whiggish perspectives and become interested in the less eye-catching moments of a 'consumption flow', including the second-hand trade.
The emerging interest in used goods links, in part, to the growing array of 'alternative' forms of exchange which characterize modern consumption: anything from car boot sales and 'swishing', to farmers markets and online retail sites such as eBay. More broadly, it is tied to the growing confluence of scientific research and the political attention given to environmental issues. Just as activists and political parties are trying to establish global or even national 'green policies', so historians are struggling to understand the 'environmental behaviour' of consumers. The resulting analysis of recycling practices and waste disposal has encouraged a better understanding of the importance of second-hand transactions in the past as well as the present.
12 Combined, these two strands of enquiry reveal how any emerging consumer society is vested in a much older and omnipresent world of the second-hand trade where nothing of value was left untouched or readily discarded.
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Household possessions were redistributed and reused from generation to generation; new purchases were worn-out, patched up and refashioned; all sorts of products circulated between social ranks and provided alternative currencies and employment in different segments of the market.
inherent to second-hand dealing, too often leaning on simplistic arguments of economic necessity. 16 Cultural and anthropological studies too have made little attempt to conceptualize the specific relations between consumers and their world of used belongings. A rare exception is the work of Gregson and Crewe, who have constructed a framework to understand why present-day consumers buy second-hand goods.
17
Whilst there are problems in applying this model to historical contexts, it remains useful to historians since it demonstrates and conceptualizes the ways in which second-hand cultures are still an essential part of our modern affluent and throwaway society. It urges historians to reconsider their assumptions about the evolution and structural significance of the second-hand trade throughout history. Moreover, whilst they acknowledge the importance of economic imperatives for some consumers of used goods, Gregson and Crewe also emphasize the links between individual identity and second-hand consumption. Their analysis is helpful, therefore, in integrating second-hand into broader analyses of consumption and consumer society. It also challenges the axiomatic association of modernity with mass consumption and mass-produced goods.
Second-Hand trade and modernity
Conventional understandings of the second-hand trade in early-modern Britain emphasize its importance in the consumption practices and cultures of the lower orders, with used goods forming a mainstay of the household economies of poor consumers who could not afford to buy new. Yet the reality here and across Europe was rather different: consumers from all social groups bought a wide variety of second-hand goods. The aristocracy acquired luxury items such as Old Master paintings at auctions or through private sales; and they joined the gentry and the middling sorts in buying furniture, tableware, linen and so on from house sales and public auctions.
18 From the eighteenth century, however, the market for used goods declined in its relative importance, especially for higher status groups. This is attributed in part to a shift in consumer tastes which placed a greater emphasis on fashionable and often less durable items: fewer goods of any value reached the secondhand market and when they did, fewer high status consumers wanted to buy them. By the early nineteenth century, this decline was compounded by increasingly efficient production and distribution systems, which meant that poorer consumers shifted their preferences to cheap new goods.
19 In a modern economy, then, there was a reduction both in the supply of and demand for used goods. Indeed, modernization in science, healthcare and industry made old things suspicious, unsound, and eventually old-fashioned and useless. With the exception of a small and specialized trade in antiques and fine art, second-hand became equated with cast-offs and rubbish: neither socially and economically important nor worthy of academic analysis.
Whilst this long-term relative decline in the importance of secondhand goods as a whole is well established, 20 recent research suggests that we need to refine our understanding of both the nature of second-hand goods and the ways in which supply and demand varied across time and space, and between different sectors of the second-hand market. The chapters in this book demonstrate that second-hand remained important throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and dispel the myth of a single monolithic market for second-hand goods. Moreover, they show how second-hand outlets have to be judged on their own merits, fulfilling historical contingent needs and desires, without necessarily being residual or backward to present-day alternatives. A linear or even teleological story of second-hand transactions being eclipsed by ever more efficient and modern commercial practices is as unhelpful as the supposedly sudden disappearance of long established customs and manners in handling consumers. As such, all chapters in this book challenge intuitive assumptions about 'modernity' and its relationship with second-hand markets. Modernity was fragmented and contingent, and so too was the market for second-hand goods. The clothes trade formed one important branch, but was itself highly differentiated both in terms of the goods being offered and the ways in which they were traded.
21
In addition, there were also vibrant markets for books, furniture, household goods, carriages, artwork and even food which had previously been owned by other people.
22
Each of these sectors of the second-hand market was structured and driven by different economic and social imperatives, with financial necessity and fashion being just two of many motivations. Books, for example, may have been out of print and thus only available secondhand, whilst used furniture was sometimes preferable because of its superior quality or proven durability. Artwork could gain cultural and economic value from it previous owner -a point often played upon by sales catalogues.
23 Furthermore, there was considerable variety in modes of buying and selling used goods, both between and within these various sectors. Some sellers were highly specialized, whilst others dealt in a wide range of used goods; some were part of highly regulated trades and others were opportunists operating at the margins of the formal economy. The range of possibilities is perhaps best illustrated by the trade in used clothing. In eighteenth-century England, tonnes of clothes were shipped out of London and into the provinces and the Continent by wholesale dealers. These were sold on stalls in markets and fairs, or from the growing number of specialist retail shops -a mix which persisted well into the nineteenth century, albeit with a tendency to decentralization. 24 But more local systems of exchange also operated. Clothing constituted the most common pledges at pawnshops, which then sold off goods which remained unredeemed. Outside formal retail systems unwanted or stolen clothes were frequently sold in seemingly chance encounters between strangers in taverns, streets or fields. 25 This range of possibilities was by no means exceptional. Used furniture and household goods could be bought at fairs, pawnbrokers, auctions, house sales or from a growing number of furniture brokers whose shops contained a mixture of old and new.
26 Second-Hand books were most often found in booksellers shops, but they could also be bought at auctions or from stalls at fairs. And unwanted carriages were sold by coach makers and directly by their owners who placed advertisements in the provincial press. 27
Overall, it is difficult to discern a secular trend to greater formalization of the kind that might characterize rational or modern markets. Indeed, the eighteenth century saw a move in many countries towards deregulation of the second-hand market: guild controls were relaxed and the trade was opened up to a greater range of venues and vendors. This triggered the decline of once important retail systems, such as the Friday market in Antwerp; but it also encouraged the growth of new forms of selling, including specialist auctions. 28 These were sometimes state controlled (as in Sweden) and were increasingly held in dedicated premises, especially when the goods were high value items such as antiques or art.
29 Yet the sale of many second-hand goods remained informal and fragmented. Indeed, the nineteenth century saw the rise of a range of new venues for buying and selling second-hand goods across much of north-west Europe. At one end of the spectrum were jumble sales, often organized by churches as part of their fund-raising and charitable works. These linked back to pre-modern notions of paternalism; their popularity with consumers questioning the domination of modern systems of production and exchange, even in late nineteenthcentury England. At the other end of the scale were the antique shops, showrooms and auctions which tapped into the growing fashion for the old and the whimsical. 30 These were especially significant since an emergent culture of antique collecting might be seen as a marker of modernity: a means of integrating the (distant) past with the present and marking progress between the two. This tied directly to the ways in which classical civilizations were valorized in enlightenment thinking, but extended the time frame to include more recent periods of history. At the same time, it served to distinguish antiques from the mass of second-hand goods: the valued from the valueless. Collecting antiques marked the taste and discernment of the owner, the goods themselves being seen as reservoirs of cultural and economic capital. The inflated price of antiques reflected this cultural value. Perhaps most importantly, the emergence of a market for antiques served to codify and legitimize the collection of these valued items as a distinct type of consumption, thus separating 'respectable' second-hand consumption from the mainstream of consumption practices and ideals, which were -or should beincreasingly focused on the new and the novel.
31
At the same time, the continued existence of a wide variety of secondhand markets forms a tacit challenge to modernity. At one level they constitute a form of consumption based on motivations other than rational economics. As Gregson and Crewe demonstrate in a presentday context, not just antiques, but a range of second-hand goods enable the consumer to express identity and distinction. At another, the huge market in used goods at once marked and constructed through online retailing sites such as eBay shows that the second-hand trade is not simply a social and cultural construct, but also a reality in economic terms.
32
This is especially significant because the survival of second-hand markets, even in diminished form, signals the inability of the first-hand market (and by implication 'modern' systems of production and marketing) to meet growing demand for a wide range of durable goods. The fact that many people continued to buy second-hand goods throughout the nineteenth century and into the present day -often in preference to new ones -clearly indicates that there was a significant body of demand not being directly sated by the production of Europe's factories and workshops. In developmental terms, the continued importance of the second-hand trade into the nineteenth century uncouples mass consumption from mass production. It also challenges the supremacy of the shop -and especially the department store -as the apogee of retail modernity.
Variations on the standard narrative
As is apparent from the collection of chapters contained in this volume, the nature and practices of the second-hand trade varied considerably from country to country -a reflection of different systems of regulation, patterns of demand and cultures of consumption. Across Europe
